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Prompted by the issue of whether participation in
forensics .programs has some tangible beneficial effegts on the
participants, this paper examines how such participaticr might

“influence tke participant's processing of information. The paper

first present= a petionale for exapining the forensics participant as
an information processor, citing studies in critical thinking and the
need to justify the forensics program. The paper next analyzec the o
concept of cognitive complexity in.information processirg and
discusses its discriminative and integrative components. In
c¢onclusion, the paper pcses four questions for research based on data
regardihg cognitive complexity: (1) Does forensic training and
participation increase the level of ccgnitive complexity cf the
participant? (2) Does the cognitive complexity level c¢f the
participant vary in relation to the success level of the participant?
(3) To what extent does the nature of the cognitive ccrplexity style
of the participant rely upon that c¢f his or her coach? and (4) Does
the type of forensic activity in which a student participates have an
effect on any changes in complex1ty level in that participant?
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cessor ) Second]y, the paper w111 offer a br1ef Took at a specific

Rat1ona1e Fo ‘Stigges ting Invest1gat1on

The purpose of this papd?‘1s to examine some possibilities: of the

forensuc-part1c1gant as 1nformat1on processor. The paper will first

1ook at a rationale for ]ook1ng at the part1c1p&nt as 1nformat1on pro-

-

4\

k1nd of 1nformat1on process1ng-«cogn1ta¢e comp]ex1ty Finally, the -

4 PA

paper will suggest some areas of 1nvest1gat1on that- m1ght be undertaken

|
in exam1n1ng the forens1c part1c1pant as information processor4f’/’ , ‘

,,{ ,:/_ . -
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- Many df us who are 1nvo]ved in the)teach1ng of forens1c activities
/

-’ have suspected for some time that the training we were giving to our Pt . g

2

students’ was prov1ﬂ1ng them some benef1ts of a Tong-term nature, other

than some hardware for a few that would adorn a dusty shelf-in some B
obscure place.on, the campus. I recall one year as a high schoo] teacher
exam1dhng the scores of my forens1cs studehts on the Ioha Test of Bas1c
Skills, both before they had Started in. our program as . freshman and
sophomores and when they were in the1r junior year. I had%suspected that N

'T would find some major changes in either their mathematics scores_(this

,;iﬂ} considered to be some index of logical reasgninﬁ/skflls) or their
3 English scores (language facility dbility, I assumed). I' was disappointed

L N . , s
.in my search. L fgghd no significant changes in either math or English

’ 8

scores. I did find they had made significant gains in the area of

Eﬁibrary skills. Perhaps one'might expect this astounding résult of high -

school students who were recently introduced into debate, extemporaneous

A\l

speaking, and original oratory. g , .
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shing admiﬁ1strat1ve support €or many extrach;:eular programs on both
the high school and college, 1evef§, we are forced to return to a question
that has been posed many times in the past but one on which very 14%t1e '
-has been done to seek any reso]ut1on--"Dpes the part1c1pat1on in forensics
progéams have soﬁe tangibly beneficial.effect on the ‘participants?" By
this, I do not mean to suggest theﬁexéminaffon of participation and atti-
tude Ehanges thatmay occur iﬁ;the debatergon\grator toward the subject

~ o ¢ ~

e ‘métter being used by the participant, for we do have some information on

these (see for examp]quwbank, 1951; Phillips, 1961)..

: - What I am really suggesting needs to be answered is the question of

forensies participaeion and how thatﬂberticipation may haye an e%ﬁe§t on
how the participant debls not just with a single issue, Qﬁt with the.

general utilization of data. ,It is the txpe of question that was ffrst
reported nearly four decades ago in the investigaeion of critical think-

-

ing and some related forensic activities.

Howell (1943) examined the critical thinking abilities of high school

\ -

debaters %n comparjson with that_of nonﬂebater;. Attempts were made in

the study tg match the two groups on the basis of sex, scholarship,-and
“ their year in°school. - He found that debaters scored higher initia]]j on
" the test amd did, in fact, slightly outgain the members of the conerel

‘group in increases of critical thinkinq scores. Further, those students
“ identified as the "better" debaters outgained other debate}s in eritica]

thinking scores.

T om e e cmekkgY CPN Wen e - - e e

" “As we find ourselves moving into an era of tight budgets and dimini- _
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Brembeck (1949) made a similar 1nvest1gat1on of the effects of a-

\
college or university course in argumentation on critical th1nk1ng
skills. Scores were c0mpared at eleven institutions for Students in
both argumentatron classes and control group classes. In ten of, the
‘eleven nnst1tut1ons, students in the c]asses of argumentat1on out-
scored the members of the contro] greup. An 1nterest1ng note “in the
study was the fact that stuéehts,whe had'haq some debat1ng pr1or to
. taking the arguhentation course did significantly better ihmthe pre-
 test of critical thinking. v ‘ LA
Jackson (1962) reported similar results for college de;eters
‘ In a comparison of 100 debaters and 147 non- -debaters from nine colleges, _J
_he found that the debaters outgained the nondebaters in cr1t1ca] th1nk1ng
skills over a debat1ng season. He too, “found that debaters with pre-
vious exper1ence outscored those with no experience in the initial test.
All these past stu ies on critical thinking seem to’ suggest that
SOmeth1ng is happening in how persons who are learning forens1cs skills »
- "see the world" somewhat differently than persons without those experi-
ences. LittTe has been done, however, to exanine how«forensic participa-

tion may inffuenee the participants manner of dealing with dafa following

these early studies. g )

As late as the Sedalia Conference, #he profession had not moved for-

ward to investigate forensics' impact ‘on its participants. There were
. 13

several suggestions for research into this area presented at the confer-

ence as the! result of Project De]phi by Reinard and Crawford (1974, p. 75).
. . - j

<
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Forensics needsthard evidence regarding -the transfer va]ue
of forensic participation to 'real' oral advocacy practices.
We. need studies on how a season of compet1t1on affects -

' * debaters.
_ A comprehensive statement of re]evant quest1ons for .
‘ research or theory should be published. P '

J <a
If the participant insforensics is dding something different in
looking at the world, the forengic community should,be>engaged in that
. I3 \ b .

examination of the nature of what the ?omething i§ and to-what extent °

<

does the training and participation in forensics influence thts some- *
4 ,~ thing. I believe the profession needs -to-make a comprehensive examina-

tion into how the foréneics participant processes information. If the R

4

\“ear1y studies have any direction for us'fpr the future,.they seem to
- * ‘ / * ]
suggest that information is being handled differently by the partici-
® AN . L

pant who has beenntaught certain forensic skills. At the very 1east, -

o

g the studies ought to suggest we need to investigate differences 1n

[%3

capabilities for 1nfonnat1on process1ng that forensics participants

-

might acquire. ' y ’ - .o <
t \ .
Cognitive Complexity as a Concept ' . ‘ , ©
! ‘How one processes information has been looked at in various aspects.

A . * A
. . -

It can be argued that the individual processes information in different

‘ . manners depending on how cognitive complex the individual is. Further,
as one examines the concept of. cognitive'compfexity, one realizes ' (
-«
thato1t consists of twe separate components--a discriminating component ' . hd
( and an integrating. component ' -

Y

' " Bieri (1955, 1961)—emphas1zes thé discriminative component This

component is based on the act of discriminating data into a number of

y
<

4.
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A dimensions and having a-number of qradations'within that dimension. The *

more d1mens1ons and the more gradat1ons ‘a person has, the more cognitive
S complex the 1nd1v1dua] is.

" This component deaTs with the ru]es one uses for relat-

- tive component
4 .

« -~ ing, combining, actjng upon, qtc.'d1fferent d1scr1m1nated data.

'§ : What_immediate]y follows is an expianatibn of ‘the manner in which

b

-

the integrative component might function according to Schroder, et. al.

- . » .
— —~ —_———~and—is—a summary of the_information tound in Human Information Pretessing,

“ ‘

[ : ' . -

Relat1ve1y f1xed or
¢ h1erarch1ca1 organ1zat1on

»

. Low Integration Index

, .
- 7

- -

Figure 1

X

. In Tow intggration"system (figure 1) data is interpreted in a:simple,
.fixed manner. There are few degrees of freedom existing in which to make

judgmen;s. Things exist in a yes-no environment and conflict is minimal.

Schroder JDriver, and Streufert (1967) néve déa]t with the integra- °

pages 14-23. ‘ ’ - _ o -~
-~ While there may be many gradations of discrim#nation level‘in cogni-
¢ tive, comp]exity, fon{di§2ussion purposes it 5;:§radiica1 to speaﬁ*of four-l
- ~low integration, moderate]y Tow 1ntegrat1on mpderately h1gh integration,
and high imtegration. - Y : v,
. Dimensions .
Y r
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Alternatives are not_a consideration in this, type of cognitive ’ v

-

functioniqg:

Dimensions %

Emergence of alternate -

combinations of -

dimensional scale values
-

3

Figure 2 Moderately Low Integration Index

. In mode%ate]y low ntegrétion (figure 2) there is an opportunity for

aiiernat%ves. .Choices here may result in ambivalence rather than uncer-.
taiﬁty that may be found at higher- levels. There is some movement away -

from the certainty of the Tow Tevel integration. Ruiles here are based
L3 - . - .

- more on conditionality, not differentiation; and, once a rule has been

..~ accepted, the person appears to exhibit rigidity.

-

Dimensions

(perspectives) -

E}

L

More complex rules for

Alternate combinations -

comparing and relating -
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_When one is at® the moderately high Tevel of integration (Figure 3)

°

one is able to'arr;ve at more Eomp]ex rules based on the alternate

. optioﬁsl {here is a shift from the absoluteness of lower ]eJe]s to an .
uncertainhty based on more option; available. XAbstractn‘ess becomes a
part of the sy;tem at this level. One may be able to see a situétion

-
from more than one point of view; there is less compartmenta1ﬁzing.

The process is somewhat internal and approaches self-reflection.

f
. Dimensions

Different combinations
of 'dimensional scale
values ¢

Comparison rules

*

>

Structure for gener-
ating complex
relationships

Figure 4 High Integration Index oo

s Ag the,high 1htegrat§on level (figure 4) more co'plex_petentials exist

for the use.of generating rules or lookirig at alternative ways'in which to
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view data. Further, there is at this level the ability to formulate,

LY

1 4
complex relationships from the rules. There is an increased capacity
to handle diverse data. The individual can make more,discriminate
differentiation at this ‘level. The system is abstradé_oriented.

* Decisiens. reached are always' tentative and subject to some revision.
' J

Suggestions For Areas Ot»Research

’.  If Schroder's categories for ﬁookihg at how the individual proces-
-ses information is c¢drrect, then there is a strong case to be built to
suggest it is desirable for persons to- deve]op a higher integration
1eve1.of process1ng-1nfqnnat1on. It could be reasoned that the more
"ratiohel“ the process ‘employed ih the handling of data, the,mohe effec-
tively one might be expected to function in our society.

Perhaps the early studies dealing with eritical thinking were to
some degree tapping pome d1mehs1on of how one, funct1ons in information
process1ng, or, at the least, they were se;ehow positively correlated
with some aspect ‘of cognitive comp]eﬁgty. .Those ests of pritica]

thinking looked at:discriminatioﬁ\of arguments, logical reasoning, evalu-
. ° «

ation of arguments, and inferences. While these may be prinarily discri- °

mination tests3 they may well>have been tapping portions‘of information
* processing as conceived by Schroder . ’ ’ . .~
It seems to me that the forensics profess1onals need to examine how
the tra1n1hg\qhd part1c1pat1on in forensics impact on changes in 1nforma-

t1oh processing. Specifically, I want to suggest there are four qqest1ons

that are wbrth‘of research by -thé scholar in this area.

~ . M ~
- .

LY

S 10
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‘ -(1) Does forensic training and participation increase the level of

f cognitive complexity of the participant? i
g ) ‘ F\Hiiliams‘and Callahan (1977) offered an inservice program for ? !
teathers to help them, develop skills+for more cognitive:complex function-
ing. They found that the inservice program did significantly increase 3
E the level of cognitive comp]ex1ty For the participants. - v ' o
: Mgst of us in coaching foren51c activities stress the development of
‘ . analytic skills in our students, be it in audience, topic, .etc. Insofar

as the process of developing skills in categorizing and using categories

may facilitate higher “levels of cognitive complexity, we might suspect

that there are some changes occurring in our students 1n how fhey are

£

proceSSing data. The previous research conducted in criticaj thinking "
<

might strong]y suggest we. wou]d find a pOSitive answer to this question
One admonition might be p]aced on research in this ared, however.

‘ It might'be difficult to find coliege and University students enro]]ed .
. \ LI
in forensics courses that have ‘not had some experience in the activities

: prior to takqag the course This might suggest that the high‘school

o student is a much more deSirabie subJect than what might be available in

A}

the college or university. A

-

(2) Does the cognitive complexity level of the participant vary in

. - -

relation to the "success" level-of, the participant? - o

-
- +

, If foreAsic training does have an impact on cognitive comp]exity,

then ‘we certainly want to determine if that alteration in complei/ty level
\ <
has any re]atJonship to how successfu]]y the participant +s_at, communication.

-

(RS S SN . v ad e e T o er e n R
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One might argue that a gauge of the participant's success 1% the extent

to whiéq~that participant tends to be a winnersat contests. Another way

of approaching this question might be to ask -"Is there a significant

difference in the cognitive complexity level of the participant who is

winning as companed to tﬁe participant who is not ané.does an increa;e'
in cogn%tiie complexity result in a correéponding increaaa,in winning?"
Clark and De]ia'(1977) examited children between the second and
ninth grades to determine their e%fectivenéSs in constructing persua-
sive messages.‘ They found the more, Gognitiue complex subqébts were

able to construct more effective persuase messages than were the less

cognitive comp]ex subjects.

,
A s1mf1ar resu]t was found 1n a study by Hale (1980). She used a

sp11t ha]f d1v1s1on for h1gh and low cogn1t1ve complexity among ‘college

A
3

studgnts and used amount of t1me to c0mmun1cate to determine part of
the‘effectivenéss. " High complax éije;ts=Were able to communicate more._
effectively than Were 1bu,comp1ex subjects. ! ey ‘
q ns part of;a study dea]ing with audience attitude toﬁa;; vari?u§ BN
gersuasiué sfrategies, Barrie €1978) examined what kind of strategies,.
the speaker might employ in deve]op1ng arguments for var1ous k1nds of
aud1encea--agree, uhknown, and 0pposed She found that the number of '
arguments a speaker m1ght emp]oy’1ncreased as a function of the spaaker S
cognitive complexity. An additional result of the siudy'was the finding

that for the host11e and unknown audiences an 1ncrease occurred 1n use

of rebutta] arguments and comp]ex1ty increased.
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Some evidence, then, seem$ to.suggest that as a speaker's cognitive
+ complexity increases, the spea;er‘is utilizing some strategies that
m1ght mak® that speaker a more effective persuader One could assum?
that this persuas1ve ab111ty might also be reflgcted in ability to win
‘at contests, and we might expect to find a positive answer to thts )
second question for re§éarth ' ‘ S .

(3) To what extent does the nature of the cogn1t1ve comg}ex1ty
style of the forensics participant }ely upon the cogn1trve comp]ex1ty
style of teaching utilized by the participant'; coath?

6ne aspect of our profession that has not received much attention
is the extent that certain coacting styles and strategies employed impact
on thé participants. One of the recommendations growing out of the
§edélia Conference was to do more research into this area.

w;1liams (1970) examined the-effect of various levels of cognitiéé
jnformation processing used by instrgctors to determine the influence

varioqg'sty]es might have on studegfts in those instructors' courses. He

found that as the instructor employed more complex cognitive Etrategiés

in ipstiuctipha] patterqs the cognitive complexity .of the students tended

e

to increase. . - . !
We are well aware of the influence mode]iﬁg ha; on student bghavior.
The evidence suggests that this may well carry over into the behavior of
tnforﬁation processing. - We may well find that levels of high cognitive
complexity in a coach tend to produce correspondingly high levels of cogni-

3
tive complexity in the participants. One might also expect a postive answer‘

to this question.
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(4) Does the type ofjforensic acfivity a student participates in
have an effect on any qpanges jn complexity ‘level in that participant?

One m%ght suspect that, if there is an éf%ect on comp]exify levels
‘ -

hd

- because of forensic training and participation in certain types of

/

is learning an activity such as ora]-inte%pregation. On the other hand,

activity might be expected to show more changes than would participation
in other adtivities. For example, since' some of the sIud%es have shown
the particjpation in debate to impaﬁt,on criitical thinking, one:might
initially believe the researcher wogld‘find more changes toward a‘highgr

. 4
level of complexity in the debate learner than one would find in one who

if there fs\j?me relationship between persuasive effectivenessgand cpgni- ¥i>

tive complexity, and if complexity level can be enhanced through tnﬁihiﬁéﬁ;;

it may be the winning participant in oral interpretation has deve]oﬁed as \
‘. # £ -

. complex an informatién processing style as the student who.becomes the

- successful debater. . Based on data currently available, I cannot specujate

:Summar /,/' ° .

- ) ) ¥ & .
as to ‘the approp>+ate answer to this fourth question. R

[

]

b

This paper has looked at some Fat%ona]e for examiniﬁg the forensics par-

-~

ticipant as an.nformation processor. Several reasons were given as justi--

fication, ineluding some'pa§t studiés in critical thinking and the need to

explain possible benefitial effects our professional activities have on :

those students with .whom we work. < .

-

Secondly, the concept of cognitive cbmplexitagin information process-

{
ing was examined. It was suggested that two components of cognitive

L

- . - ».‘«-. . "u";(!r\t-ﬂ v Ve ) (’; ‘"".ﬁ?f& s e a _;’39‘ .:’fi-'fﬁ}\.

.




" rently known data regarding cognitive complexity. (1) Does forensic
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/ . .
complexity exist--discriminative and integrative.. A further explanation
of the integrative component was presented.

Finally, four questions for‘research were suggested-based ¢on cur- ’

training and participq}ion increase the level of cognitive comp]exﬁty

of the paﬁ%lcipant? t2) Does the ;ognitive coﬁp]ex%fy level of the parti-
cipant vary in relftion to the "success" level of the participant?

(3) To what extent does the nature of the cognitive complexity style of
the forensies partiFipant rely upan the cognitive comp]exyty style of
teaching utilized by the participant's coach? (45 Does the type of

s

Forensic activity a student participates in have an effect on any changes

-~

in complexity level in that participant? The answers to the first three

questions may turn out to be positive. It is probably not prudent to

.speculate on the probable outcome of the ?purth question.

r

.
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